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Chapter 1
 
A feral chant greeted Annie as she threaded between the barriers separating the platform from the concourse. Guttural voices growled “Witch!” Or was it “Bitch!” Over and over, till it made no sense. Alarmed, she dropped Kevin’s hand and moved to shield her girlfriend, her eyes darting in search of the source. The train had been packed and a throng of panicked commuters elbowed their way forward as if the station were on fire. Borne by the flow bursting from the gates, there was no turning back. If only her bodyguard, Xenia, had been there. 
Annie spotted a dense knot of women brandishing placards some yards away when a hard object struck her face just below her eye. Smashing as it did, a viscous liquid trickled down her cheek, letting off a foul smell of rotten eggs. She sank to her knees, instinctively putting up her hands to protect her head. Kevin screamed and ducked, cowering behind her.
Sensing danger, the crowd stampeded, bowling over the two crouched figures and would have trampled them to death had not firm hands grasped the girls and heaved them to their feet. Xenia. Kate heaved a sigh of relief. No one would dare jostle her now. All the same, Annie couldn't stop trembling as the woman summarily wiped the mess from her face before wrapping her in a strong embrace. Nearby, Kevin was blotted in the arms of Leonor, sobbing. “…like animals…” Annie heard her moan.
Fishing a tissue from the bag that always accompanied the nurse, Leonor handed it to Annie, saying, “Wipe your face.” Adding, with a smile, “You stink.” The tissue was moist and smelt vaguely of perfume. Annie did as she was told, although she suspected the stench would cling despite the perfume.
“Let’s get you to safety,” Xenia said, a hand in the small of Annie’s back gently but firmly guiding her towards the exit. 
Tossing the used tissue in a bin, Annie looked up at the massive clock that hung over the concourse. Nine. The crowd in Waterloo station was thinning. The demonstrators had melted away, all signs of angry placards vanished, as if the whole episode had been but a dream. Were those nightmares that had plagued her waking day beginning again? She'd been so relieved to be rid of them.

Chapter 2
 
Annie closed her eyes and let the warm water wash over her rinsing away the sulphurous smell, and with it the stain of those vile women’s words and the fear and anxiety they provoked. She sucked in a mouthful of water and spat. Witch? That time-old accusation had served to disqualify if not eliminate so many women and girls. She’d written an essay on it at school. Wise-women. Those with knowledge or power. Those who were special. Those who were different. The doers of inexplicable deeds. The magicians. The foreigners. The gays. The pretty ones. The ugly ones. The clairvoyants. The unbelievers. The misfits.
Not that she belonged to any of the categories. Rather, she had the media to thank for her special status. They’d singled her out as figurehead of the women’s London Whatever movement which had organised a massive demonstration in London against violence. The thought of it had her swelling with pride. Those women had managed to do so much in such a short time. It had been an undeniable demonstration of power and ability. 
As for her, notoriety had led to further articles and photo shoots. She’d tried to shift others into the spotlight, her friends and co-conspirators, Leonor, Riya, Ella, even her girlfriend, Kevin. When that failed, she refused to comply, but people insisted like greedy animals or well-meaning supporters. Everyone wanted to interview her, seeking her opinion about this or that. Imaginations were fired up and fanciful tales told. So much so, she rarely recognised herself in their portrayals. The Annie Wight that brandished her fist on television and media alike, each time cunningly disguised by her friend Jewel, a renowned transformation artist, was sometimes larger than life, but more often than not much less than she was. 
She studied her face in the bathroom mirror. A bruise was forming under her left eye, making her look tougher than she felt, as if she were taken to brawling. Her hair had begun to grow and stood unruly on her head. Raking her fingers through it made little difference. She was struck by the penetrating gaze and the fervent determination of the slender girl that stared back at her. She looked wild. Dangerous. Not a witch, but a wild woman, a woman of power. Giddy at the thought, she hastened to dismiss the heady feeling coursing through her veins. Other people’s visions were getting to her head.

Chapter 3
 
The scene in the main room, decorated as it was with Alice’s rich collection of oil paintings, was one of opulence and apparent tranquility. That wasn't so surprising. Despite Kevin’s grandmother being absent, off on a trip to the States, her calm, deliberate hand was everywhere. The books piled on a coffee table, one of them held open by a large pebble. The old-fashioned typewriter nestling up to an iPad. Her black housecoat hanging over the back of a chair, a fiery dragon crawling up its back.
In the kitchen area Leonor was busy making tea while by the window overlooking Covent Garden market Xenia talked in hushed tones on the phone. As for Kevin, she was curled up on the sofa, her head buried in her hands, asleep. Even Alice’s cat, snuggled up to Kevin, one paw planted over its face, smacked of peace and repleteness.
For all the apparent calm of the scene, something felt amiss. As if someone were trying to hide an unsavoury reality. Annie instinctively sniffed her fingers, but the smell of rotten eggs was gone. Xenia leaned against the window peering out. “…an organised attack…” Annie heard her say, her voice rising. “Yes. Thank heavens. We got there just in time.” She must have been talking to Decker, who had recruited her to protect Annie, along with two other young women, Cathy and Lisa with her dog. “Protection needs to be strengthened…” Xenia said. The young woman glanced up and caught Annie looking at her. She nodded in acknowledgment, then turned her back and lowered her voice.
It had been comforting having the three women watch over them during the Women’s March. Had they not avoided a bomb going off in the Strand? But the prospect of their continued presence and that of others in the shadows or glued to her side like Xenia, however much she liked the woman, was disturbing. It underscored her status as a public figure unable to break free of the spotlight.
A groan from Kevin had Annie glance at the girl. The cat was stretching, its back arched upwards in pure pleasure. Kevin’s restlessness had no doubt disturbed it. The girl did not wake, although a whimper broke from her lips. Annie was reminded of the troubled nights following Kevin’s rescue. Her kidnappers had badly beaten her. No amount of brave face could conceal the deep scars that had left. That the two of them had so narrowly avoided being trampled to death in Waterloo station must have brought the nightmare flooding back. It made Annie sad to think that attacks levelled at her ricocheted onto her girlfriend.
Leonor set a tray laden with tea things on the table and beckoned Annie to join her. She took her place, dunking a biscuit in the cup of tea the nurse poured her, when a knock sounded at the door.
“That’ll be Decker,” Xenia said, moving away from the window. “He was in the neighbourhood, so I asked him to drop by. I hope you don't mind.” As in everything, the young woman was polite, considerate, but firmly in control. Annie got up to answer the door, but Xenia put out a hand to stop her. “I’ll get it,” she said, shooting Annie an apologetic look as if to say, excuse me for bossing you around, but it’s for your safety.
It wasn't Decker, but Riya arm in arm with Ella, broad smiles on their lips as if they had been making out just before the door opened. Riya worked increasingly with Decker as his computer ‘commando’ on intelligence assignments. Her appearance often heralded the arrival of her new boss. Boss? More like an ally … to them all. 
Annie felt she’d known Ella and Riya for ages. In fact, they’d only met a few weeks ago, quickly becoming friends. The two had been prime movers in the London Whatever movement, with Riya in charge of logistics during the march that had assembled several hundred thousand people. Ella had been the author of a cartoon depicting Annie opposed to Kard, the former Lord Mayor who’d been their arch enemy. The caricatures had been sprayed on walls all over the capital.
After rowdy hugs and kisses, causing a bleary-eyed Kevin to emerge, Ella dramatically dumped a newspaper on the table. She was capable of making even the most mundane act appear theatrical. “Today’s delightful pickings,” Ella said, stressing the word ‘delightful’.
Annie stared at the paper in disbelief. A close-up of her face with egg yoke snaking down her cheek filled the front page under the headline, Witch gets her due. The incident in Waterloo station had happened only a couple of hours earlier. “How the hell did they managed that?” she blurted out.
“I reckon they were in on it,” Riya commented, pouring herself a cup of tea. “They might even have organised the whole attack to get the photo.”
So now she was to be a prop in a drama staged by hostile media.
“Judging from the quality,” Ella added, “they had a professional photographer on hand.”
“However they did it,” Leonor said, skimming through the short article under the photo, “the trial was one of those fast-track affairs. Guilt was a foregone conclusion.”
Justice had rarely been a feature of witch trials. The whole process flowed backwards from the certitude the woman was guilty, along a path punctuated by her screams to the ultimate confession where proof and punishment were one. The ducking stool. The branding iron. The stake. The pyre. 
Feeling powerless to oppose such an orchestrated onslaught, a sinking dread formed in Annie’s gut. This was nothing like the fabricated nightmares Kard had subjected her to. These were real events in the real world. She ran a tentative finger over the bruise on her cheek. Those angry women had been frighteningly real. The stampeding crowd too.

Chapter 4
 
Ella must have sensed Annie’s growing despondency and had decided to cheer her up. It was the only explanation. Why else would the girl slide an arm round her neck and pull her into a tight, almost desperate, embrace? Annie was unsure which of the two of them the girl’s half-articulated words of consolation were addressed to. Whatever the answer, coming hot on Annie’s ear they were more than troubling. She knew Ella was a sensitive and highly sensual being, but Annie couldn't help tensing, not knowing how to ward off her friend's advances without offending her. She shot a worried glance at Kevin over Ella’s shoulder. Her girlfriend’s face was tense with hurt and anger.
“Cut that out,” Kevin shouted, surging to her feet, her fists clenched, only to be restrained by Leonor. “She’s mine,” Kevin wailed, struggling against the nurse’s hold. “Go slobber over Riya.”
“I'm not slobbering, you idiot,” Ella said, tightening her hold on Annie. “Why aren't you consoling her?”
At the sound of her friends squabbling over her, only inches from brawling, Annie burst into tears.
“See what you’ve done,” Ella spat, stroking Annie’s tear stained cheeks. 
“Knock it off!” Riya snapped, forfeiting her habitual calm. “You’re only making things worse.”
Ella scowled at Riya, an expression that challenged her to a fight.
Kevin broke from Leonor’s grip and, letting out a wild battle cry, flung herself at Ella, only to be intercepted in extremis by Xenia. Held at bay by the bodyguard, Kevin promptly burst into tears and buried her face in the woman's chest.
Annie unhitched Ella’s arms from around her neck and took several steps away. It pained her to see Kevin so undone. Yet she resisted the temptation to go to her side and console her. Wiping the tears from her own eyes, she blew her nose and looked around the group. Confusion, concern, sorrow, regret, hurt, indignation, anger, even a hint of amusement were etched in the expressions of her best friends. Drawing in an unsteady breath, she spoke. 
“We are all on edge. This attack has unsettled us. Especially as it seems so vicious, so coldly calculated.” Several people nodded in agreement. “That’s no reason to fight over who loves me best.” She glanced at Kevin and Ella. “I am touched by your concern, but weathering this storm is more important than shoring up my flagging confidence when the world gets me down.” Both Kevin and Ella shook their heads. Maybe they were right. Her mood was important to them and the group. But fighting over who consoled her was absurd.
“Our friendship is the most valuable treasure we have.” She took Kevin’s hand and gently pulled her closer. “I know you all love me, as I do you. We are all very different and the way we express that love and affection varies dramatically. Take Xenia, for example. She gets you in an armlock.” Several people smiled. Xenia even laughed, responding with a nod of acknowledgement. “Leonor holds your hand to take your pulse. Riya traces gentle circles on your forehead. Ella hugs you to death and whispers wet words in your ear.” Ella stuck out her tongue and pulled a face, tears brimming over and running down her cheeks. Riya laced her arms around Ella and hugged her.
“What about me?” Kevin insisted, clearly indignant at being left out, her eyes searching Annie’s face for an answer.
“You show your love for me by fighting off anyone who might love me too much, apart from yourself that is.”
Kevin pouted, but everyone else burst out laughing. Annie pulled Kevin closer and planted a kiss on her lips. “What you need are more kisses,” Annie said. “Too much pouting and you’ll end up with wrinkles.” 
“I'd rather have wrinkles than lose you,” Kevin muttered and blotted herself against Annie’s chest.
After a considerable pause akin to a collective sigh, eyes were dried and noses blown. Leonor brandished the tea pot, saying in her lilting Mediterranean accent, “Why don't you all sit down? The tea will be getting cold.”

Chapter 5
 
The arrival of Arnold Decker accompanied by Damian Fenchaw, chief editor of The Daily, another of their precious supporters, found the friends seated around the table sipping tea and teasing Ella about what she called ‘passionate’ friendship. Seeing Fenchaw, for whom she worked as a graphic artist, Ella burst out, “The egg that hit Annie has addled all our brains.” It was meant as a joke, but no one laughed. Fenchaw was accustomed to the girls’ antics, but, all the same, his eyebrows rose in question. Riya held up the newspaper by way of explantation.
“Ah. That.” Fenchaw frowned. “Serious journalists everywhere must be ashamed of such excesses masquerading as journalism.” Annie had never heard him so bitter.
“Is there nothing we can do?” Kevin asked from her perch atop Annie’s lap.
“Protect Annie as best we can,” Decker said, accepting a cup of tea from Leonor. “That’s why I came.”
“We could also try to spread alternative stories,” Fenchaw said, waving away the cup offered him. “More positive ones.”
“Once a witch, always a witch,” Annie recited.
Several of her friends objected. “I thought we agreed,” Ella said, sounding like a reproachful schoolteacher, “no more dark thoughts.”
“That’s not dark. Well it is, but it’s also a fact. Being called a witch is a label that sticks,” Annie insisted. 
“I'm afraid Annie’s right,” Fenchaw said. “It's a slur, akin to being called a whore. Just like it used to be for those called homosexual.”
“Still is in many places,” Leonor chimed in.
“The naming works like a stain you can't scrub off,” Fenchaw continued.
“Why bother then?” Ella exclaimed.
“Come off it,” Riya objected, “the word is meant to hurt if not disqualify.” 
Annie had a bruise to show for it. She gingerly touched her cheek. It was still tender.
“Hear me out. If being a witch is synonymous with being a woman and intelligent and resourceful, then aren’t we all witches?” Ella said, a triumphant grin on her face.
“The only trouble is that the word comes loaded with negative connotations,” Fenchaw said. “That mob didn't call Annie a witch to celebrate her ability to sway crowds.”
Annie shuddered at the reminder. Those women at Waterloo Station were out for the kill.
“Most witches came to a nasty end,” Leonor pointed out, echoing Annie’s thoughts.
“Correct me if I'm wrong,” Ella said, “but it seems that words lose their impact if they are applied to everything. Like ‘nice’.”
Fenchaw and Decker both nodded. Annie wondered what Ella was driving at.
“Well. If enough women proclaim they are witches, won't that take the sting out of the word?”
“Surely that will just make it easier for men to disqualify us,” Riya objected.
Ella dismissed her girlfriend’s comment with a wave of her hand and ploughed on. “The London Sisterhood of Witches, bringing together intelligent, resourceful women for change.”
“I'd join,” Kevin exclaimed, bouncing up and down on Annie’s lap in her enthusiasm.
The two men continued to frown. Could it be because the idea excluded them? No. They had willingly rallied the cause of women by backing London Whatever.
“Its an enormous risk,” Decker mused. “To put it crudely, it's as if someone threw muck at one of you and all of you smeared yourself with it out of solidarity.”
“Ugh!” Leonor said. “Not very hygienic.” A comment that had a couple of people chuckling. But a glance around the group, showed that most were pensive.
“Maybe we are focussing too much on the negative side of witches,” Annie mused. The idea of revisiting the role of witches had always appealed to her. She’d even written an essay about the subject at school. “Could people be persuaded to see the positive side of witches?” 
Ella beamed at her and Kevin flung her arms around her neck and gave her a kiss, the two misconstruing  Annie’s comment as support for the Sisterhood.

Chapter 6
 
Three pots of tea and several packets of biscuits later, the Sisterhood of Witches was still on the table, thanks to Ella’s insistence. In her single-minded pursuit of the idea, she proved impervious to all other points of view and people’s patience was beginning to fray.
“Dealing with the question of witches will not assuage the anger of your opponents,” Decker pointed out. “Whatever its real roots, I very much doubt they have much to do with witches. That's why I insist you agree to increased protection for yourself, Annie, and for this core group.”
Annie welcomed the shift of subject, even if this one was no less problematic. She really liked Xenia and enjoyed their measured conversations on the rare occasions they were alone together. But the constraint of a constant, watchful presence, for all the reassurance it might bring, chaffed her desire to act spontaneously. She feared it might come between her and her wish to be accessible, to be close to ordinary people. She thought of the mob in Waterloo station. It was true, there was no getting close to them. Words and good intentions would not allay their anger or protect her from their hatred. “Okay,” she said. “I agree.”
“How on earth do you plan to pay for all this surveillance?” Leonor asked, looking pointedly at Xenia. “Bodyguards have to earn a living too, don't they?”
“The run-up to the march was incredibly short,” Riya reminded them. She should know. She had shouldered the overall coordination of the event and had revealed herself brilliant in the role. “But we did find time to launch a call for donations. It has been very successful. Thousands of small contributions but also a number of more sizeable sums.”
Annie had wondered where the money came from, but had had little time to enquire. She’d supposed it was Decker’s generosity that paid for Xenia’s work. That was probably partly true.
“All this talk of witches will surely discourage donors,” Xenia suggested, unwittingly drawing attention back to the subject Annie preferred to avoid.
“Good point,” Riya hastened to add before Ella could object. “If we identify with witches not only will it discourage but it will also distract our supporters.” Despite Ella’s furious expression, Riya smiled and her smile warmed the room. She wasn't dressed in her habitual sari, but Annie had the impression she glowed like an Indian holy woman, if ever Indian women were allowed to be holy. Immense challenges seemed to give her an added aura of strength. Annie was glad Riya was with them.
Clearly frustrated, Ella pulled out her iPad and made a show of sketching. “I'll work on a template that can be used for tags to promote the Sisterhood on the walls of London. Or to be worn as a mark of distinction, like a secret society.” Pointing to the iPad, she added, “I already have some ideas.”
“We should steer clear of suggesting we are a secret society,” Annie insisted. “Secret societies have bad press and make people uncomfortable, if not fearful. On the contrary, we need people to trust us like they do Leonor and the other nurses and carers of GENie when it comes to grassroots healthcare. We need to be close to ordinary people in their everyday lives. Even if we did adopt your idea, we would not be morphing into witches. It's a metaphor. We would be borrowing the positive sides to witches. Their power. Their knowledge. Their resourcefulness. Their resilience. Their fearlessness as outspoken women. But also their concern for others around them.”
“You could add, their refusal to be bossed about by men,” Kevin said, puffing out her chest. Annie struggled not to laugh. Kevin might have been dressed casually, but she’d taken the time to bind her breasts. As a girl who constantly strived to be seen as a boy, putting down men might appear contradictory. Not to her. She imagined herself as a pretty boy who liked only girls. “As for me,” she continued, addressing Annie, “I can do some research on positive stories about witches. I’ll start with that essay you wrote on witches for school. It's full of references.”
“And what do you imagine me doing?” Annie asked, unable to resist teasing the girl.
“You’ll sit in an armchair surrounded by guards and watch us all work,” Kevin said, laughing at her own joke. Annie winced. The girl seemed oblivious to how close her suggestion was to Annie’s fears.
“I sincerely hope not,” Annie retorted, playfully shoving Kevin off her lap. “Whatever we choose to do, I will meet many girls and women and do a lot of writing, to get my ideas straight about the place and power of women.”
Straight. What an odd word. Kard, the former Lord Mayor, her one-time arch enemy had used that word. It had been like a sledge hammer in his hands. He’d wanted to straighten London out, waging war on gays and lesbians in the capital. It was largely his attempts to eliminate gay London that had sparked their rebellion.
“The Daily would willing publish what you write,” Fenchaw offered, jolting her from her musing. “If that suits you.”
“Thanks. It might well.” 
Decker, who’d been silent for a while, turned to Xenia and asked, “Would you agree to coordinate the bodyguards?”
To Annie’s surprise, Xenia looked doubtful. “I enjoy protecting people,” she replied. “That’s what I’m good at. I would be unhappy if coordinating others barred me from that role.”
“We’ll find a way,” Decker said. “Let’s see if Lisa and Cathy are free.” Annie remembered the two young women and their dog who’d worked so well to protect the main women’s march down Fleet Street and The Strand. She’d willingly welcome them back to her team.
Annie studied the expectant faces eyeing her. “Likening ourselves to witches is indeed an interesting ploy. It raises intriguing questions both as a tongue-in-cheek metaphor and a way of mocking those who belittle women. But it could so easily be misconstrued and would certainly be used as an arm against us. Let’s not forget, the idea was suggested to counter the attacks on me as a witch. I don't believe such a strategy would in any way protect me. On the contrary. More importantly, it would hinder us from carrying out our main tasks. To listen to people and relay the stories that don't get told. To offer a helping hand to those in need. To encourage girls and women to strive to reach their full potential. That’s what any Sisterhood should be about.”

Chapter 7
 
“The idiots,” Annie exclaimed, marking her place in the article with an index finger while she reached for another slice of buttered toast. “I told them that wouldn't work.”
Kevin sauntered out of the bedroom, barefoot, sporting only a pair of boxers and a loose-fitting t-shirt emblazoned with the word ‘Lonsdale’. “Whose got it all wrong this time?”
“Underwood and Dillinger.”
“I thought you supported the Prime Minister and his new woman deputy. Weren't you the one who instigated their coalition?”
“I do. I did. That doesn't stop them tripping over their own feet.” Not that Annie believed she had all the answers. Far from it. She just had experience with grassroots movements. “I warned them about trying to force people’s hand. Changing people can't be done solely top down. In their rush to support the local they’ve forgotten the local support.” 
She'd had a long discussion with the two shortly after the Women’s March. They were eager to capitalise on the popularity of their newly formed coalition in parliament. They had all sorts of ambitious plans. In particular, putting more emphasis on the local community in healthcare. She tried to tell them you couldn't force people to adopt new ideas. They said she was probably right, but any other option was too costly and time-consuming. And time and money were two things they didn't have.
Annie leaned forward on her stool to butter another slice of toast. Kevin took advantage of her position to snuggle up behind her and nibble her ear. When the girl escalated to licking her, Annie squirmed. “You should try toast,” she suggested, holding up her half-eaten slice for Kevin to bite. “I'm sure it tastes better than my ear.”
Kevin refused, but smacked her lips together as if to say, on the contrary, your ear tastes really good. Not wanting to be Kevin’s breakfast, Annie shook her head, forcing the girl to desist. Not to be outdone, Kevin rested her chin on Annie’s shoulder and began reading the article out loud. “…NHS staff are planning a one-day strike in non-essential services. They are protesting against the government’s move to cut back on large, centralised hospitals and invest in local clinics. Disruptions are expected in…”
Unable to think clearly with Kevin reading in her ear and feeling increasingly crowded, Annie pushed back, dislodging her friend, and struggled to her feet, much to Kevin’s annoyance. “I'm off,” she said, carrying her breakfast things to the sink. She was acutely aware that leaving abruptly would surely be wrongly interpreted. She would have preferred to sort things out straight away, rather than letting misunderstanding congeal into conflict. But she had no choice. A friend was expecting her at the Royal Opera House and she was already late. She would have taken Kevin along, but Megan, Kevin’s mum, had insisted on seeing her.
“Aren't you going to wait for Xenia?” Kevin asked, visibly straining to conceal her hurt. “She’ll be here any moment.”
“It’s only a short walk. I’ll phone her. She can meet me there.” Annie hugged Kevin. Giving way to her desperation, the girl clung to her. Annie knew she should say something, if only to reassure her, but the words refused to come. In the end she said, “Say hello to Megan for me,” and left.

Chapter 8
 
Annie drew in a deep breath, trying to dissipate the sinking feeling in her stomach, and strode around Covent Garden Market. It was early and the wide cobbled streets that encircled the converted market were deserted but for a few workers off to work. Struggling to set aside the growing anxiety about her unfinished business with Kevin, she eyed the passers-by. She’d got so used to Xenia shadowing her that being alone was unsettling. Luckily none of the men in overalls that trudged by looked the slightest like witch hunters. Heads down, they paid her no attention.
She pulled out her phone and was about to dial Xenia when a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. Spinning on her heels to get a better look, she saw only an empty doorway. Was she so jittery that she conjured up trouble where none had been? She hastened her pace, unable to completely dismiss what she’d seen, and called Xenia.
“Just passing the market,” she replied to Xenia’s urgent question.
She was about to tell her where she was going when the bodyguard stopped her. “Don’t. I already know. Keep to the main streets and I'll meet you at the opera.”
Annie shifted to the middle of the cobbled pedestrian way giving a wide berth to the unopened stalls that lined the area. She couldn't shake the troubling feeling of being watched, yet each time she shot a glance into the shadows amongst the columns no one was to be seen.
She’d reached only halfway down the length of the covered market when a girl strode out of the shadows in front of her, a real colossus with a shaved head and brightly coloured braces holding up leather britches, tapping a sturdy stick in the palm of one hand. Despite her size and rakish garb, she was probably no older than Annie. The girl was promptly followed by several others, all similarly armed but not so impressively built. In search of an escape route, a quick glance behind her revealed that more and more girls were flowing from behind stalls to surround her. 
Running was out of the question. Fighting too. And she doubted these girls would listen to reason. They had come to do damage. Or worse. Annie cringed. Nobody was around to save her or even witness her demise. How stupid of her to walk out without protection. Kevin had warned her. Kevin! So much for making peace with the girl. 
The colossus took a step forward, her eyes steely, her features hard and determined. Annie could see only one solution and she was loathed to use it. After the mental beating she’d inflicted on Kard’s rogue police, which had left her sick to the core, she had sworn never, ever to call on that skill again. And anyway, how could she justify non-violence if she wielded such a potent weapon against people? She hastily glanced over her shoulder, making sure none of the other girls were creeping up on her. They hung back, as if suspended, focussed on the colossus who must have been their leader.
A flash in the shadows caught Annie’s attention. A camera. Of course. They’d come armed with a photographer. Just waiting to catch her in some witch-like deed. Proof. Did that mean they wouldn't kill her? No such hope. Most witches perished in the proving of their guilt. She shuddered. How could she be so detached mulling over such horrors?
As the cordon tightened, Annie concentrated on the bald-headed girl, gambling that none of her followers would strike before their leader. She strained to appear nonchalant despite her terror. How on earth had she conjured up that other space where the stories she invented held sway? Stories that could render an opponent helpless. Quick. Incisive. Close to reality. That was what the man who’d taught her said. Nothing fanciful or spectacular. If the situation hadn't been so tense, she might have snorted at the memory. She’d never had to use that power in anything other than extreme circumstances.
“If I am a witch as you say,” Annie said to the leader, “are you not afraid I’ll bewitch you?” It was a dangerous ploy, but maybe she could stall till Xenia arrived with help. She knew she was deluding herself. Her bodyguard probably hadn't even reached the opera. But she was desperate. Anything rather than blast this girl. Little had been left of the three policemen she’d laid out. Their minds shattered for ever. However vile this colossus might be, she didn't deserve that. She had a story too. A lousy one, more likely than not, but a story all the same.
The girl snarled. “Bloody slimy creature.” Her voice was rough, more like stone grinding over stone. “You won't snare me with yer tricky ways.”

Chapter 9
 
The colossus stepped within striking distance and lifted the stick above her head in readiness. Annie flinched. Act! Damn it. Yet, for all her terror, she couldn't bring herself to attack. What are you waiting for? Unleash a nightmare on the brute. Instead, she raised a trembling hand to ward off the coming blow.
“Go ahead,” the girl taunted, “hex me if you’re a witch.” 
Annie shook her head. Of course they’d want her to show her hand. But if her nerves would hold out, she wanted to try an unexpected gambit, although she had no trump card to lay down. “My name’s Annie,” she said, lowering her arm and holding out an unsteady hand as if to shake hands. She struggled to sound civil rather than mocking, when in fact she must have appeared pathetic. “What’s yours?”
The muscles around the colossus’s mouth drooped slightly in incredulity, giving her a fleeting air of stupidity. The hand grasping the stick sagged a little, but only briefly. The girl glanced at her followers as if to gauge their reaction or maybe to share her disbelief, then she looked Annie up and down as if she were a vile grub from another planet. “You soft in the head?” She ran a hand over her bald scull. “I'm about to brain you. Is that the best you can do?”
Close up, the girl looked a mess. A bruise blossomed on the side of her face, her cheek swollen, partly masking otherwise alert eyes. A deep scar gouged a sharp line from her elbow down her bared forearm halting only at her wrist. The skin on her knuckles was crisscrossed with cuts some of which were dark with dried blood. Despite such ostentatious marks of war, the misery that lurked under the hard shell was apparent. Its intensity no doubt explained why she gave off such a powerful presence. Annie would have to play in the same league. Tough. Uncompromising.
“My mother called me a whore and threw me out…” Annie began, her voice flint-hard as she let the rage at the memory rise unchecked.
“Cut the chit-chat. I’m not interested, witch. You’re not worthy of my pity.”
Clearly, Annie wasn't going to get anywhere trying to face off with the colossus who was made for the role. Annie glanced over the girl’s shoulder, but there was still no sign of Xenia. She’d drawn the encounter out as long as she could, but she was out of ideas.
She knew the blow was inevitable, yet when it did come, it caught her completely off guard. She feebly stuck up a hand to fend off the attack, but the stick crashed into her arm with a sickening crunch. She screamed in pain and sank to her knees, nursing her arm. The girl lifted a booted foot and drove it half-heartedly into Annie’s side, sending her sprawling to the ground.
“You let us down badly,” she said, her voice a forced whisper as she leant closer so only the two of them could hear. “There was I looking forward to a good show. And all you could do was play the measly schoolgirl. Next time I expect more.” She prodded Annie’s injured arm with her stick causing Annie to gasp in pain. “If not, I'll have to break the other one too.” Then she turned and walked away, flanked by her gang.

Chapter 10
 
At the sound of running feet, Annie groaned, thinking the woman was coming back for more. Keeping her eyes clenched, she cradled her arm and curled up in a ball.
“Annie?” 
Xenia! What a relief. A familiar voice. A gentle hand placed on her arm had Annie gasping. “It may be broken,” she said, the rasp of her voice resembling that of her assailant. The thought of that young woman had her feeling vulnerable, lying as she was in the middle of a pedestrian zone crisscrossed by ever more people hurrying to work. Most gave her a wide berth as if she were contagious, but several narrowly missed stumbling over her, engrossed as they were in their smart worlds.
Stretching out her good arm, Annie struggled to sit up. With Xenia’s help she rose to her feet, her wobbly legs threatening to give way. The woman grasped Annie's elbow and ushered her to a bench by a wall. What a relief to sit without the fear of being trampled or gawked at.
Squatting by the bench, Xenia pulled out her phone. “I'll call Leonor.”
Annie leaned back and closed her eyes. Her arm throbbed and her ribs ached where she’d been kicked. What a mess. She thought back over the confrontation. Could she have avoided it? No. They'd deliberately sought her out and were spoiling for a fight. 
Getting beaten irked her, but if she refused to fight, how was she supposed to win? She'd tried words, but her efforts had hardly been inspired, and anyway, the woman had successfully manoeuvred Annie into fighting on her grounds, according to her terms. Surely there was another way.
As she worried over the encounter, taxing herself as a failure, it suddenly struck her she’d actually won. The idea seemed counterintuitive, ludicrous even. Yet the colossus had wanted her to act like a witch. That had been the whole point. To catch her on camera, compromised as a witch. Annie had been tempted. If she’d used the one power that set her apart, if she’d struck the woman down with one of those nightmares she could wield, she might have won a skirmish, but she’d have lost the battle. Her act would have been plastered over front pages and no amount of arguing for witches would have saved her. On the contrary.
“Leonor will be with us in ten minutes,” Xenia said. “Do you want to wait here? Or are you up to returning to Alice’s flat?”
Annie wanted to shake her head, but the slightest movement jarred her arm, sending excruciating pain from her fingers to her shoulder. “I'll stay here,” she whispered.
When her phone buzzed in her pocket, Annie swore. Partly because the noise made her start, which hurt. But also because she remembered she was supposed to meet a friend at the Opera. She’d completely forgotten. Extracting the device from her pocket proved too painful and it had stopped ringing by the time Xenia, who was busy surveying the crowd, came and helped.
When it rang again, she braced herself to explain why she was late. But the person on the other end was not her friend. A mature female voice that Annie didn't recognise greeted her. “Miss Wight, the Deputy Prime Minister would like to talk to you. When would it be convenient?”
“That’s going to be rather difficult. I've had something of a mishap.” Annie glanced up at Xenia, who gave her a wry smile. “It’s thrown my schedule a little off balance.”
The woman sighed, exasperated no doubt by the political procrastination and manoeuvring that must plague her life. “It is rather urgent.”
Annie was aware the woman had no idea what had happened, but the apparent lack of consideration still irked her. She was about to silence her by pointing out that a broken arm made attending a meeting difficult, when the woman added, “I'll put you through to Deputy Prime Minister Dillinger.” 

Chapter 11
 
“Oh! That’s terrible,” Dillinger exclaimed, sounding more like a shocked housewife than a top politician. “Did the police catch them?”
For someone in such a prominent political position, she had a very naive picture of police possibilities. “We haven't called the police,” Annie admitted. The idea of informing them left her feeling weary. What use? The thugs were long gone and there had been no witnesses. Memories of earlier attempts on her life sprang to mind. The crooked police had dismissed her claims as a hoax, despite indisputable evidence.
“You should file a complaint, all the same. The sooner, the better. Too much violence against women goes unrecorded.”
“I'm sure I will,” Annie replied, although, apart from boosting statistics, she doubted it would do much good, even with an ally like Tratting as head of police. The woman had been appointed to root out rogue elements in the police that had systematically harassed Annie and her friends. Bringing them to justice hadn't been easy. Many of the worst specimens made themselves scarce when investigations got underway and much of the evidence disappeared.
“I don't understand,” Dillinger continued. “Why women, of all people? Surely they must know you are at the forefront of those defending women’s rights.”
“Not all women want their rights defended. And turning women against other women is a good way to undermine our cause.”
“You’re right. There are women who fiercely oppose abortion and birth control, mostly on religious grounds. No amount of reasoning will dissuade them. Just like there were those who fought against women’s right to vote in the name of a certain vision of the family. It’s almost unthinkable now. But set ways are hard to change. Which brings me to what I wanted to see you about. Healthcare.”
Annie groaned mentally. Of course Dillinger wanted to talk about healthcare. The new government had made a royal mess of it in their haste to get results. The very people they wanted to help had turned against their would-be helpers. Annie wasn't sure bailing them out would be wise. She sighed. “Now is maybe not the time,” she said, sounding more weary than annoyed.
“Oh. I'm so sorry. How thoughtless of me. Do you need me to send a doctor?”
“Thanks. But help is already on its way.”
“That’s good. I have to go. But I'll try and visit very soon. Are you still at the Professor’s place?”
“Yes. We are looking after Alice's flat while she’s in the States.”
“Take care of yourself and try to avoid witch hunters.” Annie shuddered at the reminder. With that parting wisdom Dillinger was gone.
Annie looked up to see Leonor striding across the pedestrian zone, carving a determined path amid aimless sightseers and undecided shoppers who were milling around the market. 
“Did you have to pick a fight with a giant?” Leonor asked as she examined Annie’s arm. Annie would have objected to the accusation if the nurse’s handling of her arm, however cautious it was, hadn't made her gasp in pain.
Leonor rummaged in her bag and pulled out a packet of pills and a small bottle of water. “Pain killers,” the nurse said. “Take one. It'll tide you over till we get this X-rayed.”

Chapter 12
 
Annie sprawled on the settee, her eyes closed, nursing her arm. She’d been lucky. It hadn't been broken, just badly bruised. Xenia was moving around the kitchen area, cooking probably, judging from the sound of vegetables being diced and the smell of frying. Annie’s stomach growled. She hadn't eaten since breakfast.
Cracking open her eyes she saw the failing light over the London rooftops. Faint streaks of red in the West, casting long shadows over chimney pots, skylights and roof gardens alike. She had dosed off after her visit to the hospital and must have slept for hours. Delayed shock could do that, Leonor had warned her. That and the unrelenting pain, despite the painkillers. Not to mention the interminable wait in busy hospital corridors. 
Hospital! Its unfriendly corridors, its bland neutrality and its sterilised atmosphere. The worry of patients and visitors alike. The stress of overworked nurses. The casual indifference of interns. A place to get patched up. Not a place to get well. To think patients went there in search of help, only to come away infected with superbugs. Why was it so unhealthy? The inhuman size? The standardised architecture? The production-line treatment? The tendency to handle patients as problems to be expedited rather than human beings needing care and attention?
The doorbell rang. Xenia downed the wok, crossed the kitchen and the living area en route for the front door, drying her hands on a towel as she went. She was as lithe as a cat and her movements just as silent. Annie could hear the bodyguard talking in hushed tones to someone at the door, only to be interrupted by Ella’s raised voice. “I think I preferred egg yoke to bruises.” After noisily announcing her presence, the girl entered more cautiously, glancing left and right. “Is Kevin here?”
Of course. The two had almost come to blows. Over Annie. It seemed so long ago. “No,” Xenia said, returning to her cooking. “She’s visiting her mother.” 
 Visibly relieved, Ella planted a kiss on Annie’s forehead then plopped down on the settee next to her. Annie winced as her throbbing arm got jostled. 
Riya, who followed her girlfriend, was more cautious. Sliding a gentle finger down Annie’s cheek. “How do you feel?”
“Wet,” Annie retorted, wiping her forehead where Ella had kissed her.
“You having second thoughts about us coming out as witches?” Riya asked, sitting in an armchair across from Annie. “Ella has been on at me, insisting you would.”
“Of course she is,” Ella exclaimed, shooting a hostile look at Riya.
Annie shook her head, then immediately wished she hadn't.
Ella scowled, then turned to Xenia, asking, “What yer making? Is there enough for us? Riya didn't feel like cooking.”
It was Riya’s turn to nail Ella with an angry look. “I would willingly have made us a meal, but somebody forgot to do the shopping.” Ignoring Ella, who was making a show of exasperation, Riya turned to Annie. “I'm glad we’re not going ahead with that witch business, especially if you get clobbered every time you step out.”
“Those women knew nothing about our plans,” Ella pointed out as she got to her feet and went to examine the meal Xenia was preparing. She didn't get far. Xenia had her in a headlock before the slightest finger touched the food. Ella squealed and struggled, but Xenia deposited her effortlessly in an armchair.
True. The thugs couldn't have known. Annie thought over the parting words of the colossus. “They wanted me to admit I was a witch. The ringleader tried to goad me into casting a spell. They even had a cameraman ready to snap up proof.”
“So if we’d announced all of us were witches, like I suggested, they’d have no reason to attack you,” Ella said.
After the drummed up proof, Annie thought, comes the punishment. “Oh no. They’d still have reason enough.”
 
Annie sighed with pleasure as she put down her fork. Xenia had thoughtfully prepared a meal that could be eaten without having to use a knife. “That was delicious,” she said. “If ever you get fed up protecting people’s lives, you could always delight them with your cooking.”
Xenia smiled by way of reply, adding, “There’s more if you want.”
Annie hadn’t been able to eat a lot. The effect of the painkillers or the pain itself, no doubt. What's more, the meal had left her drowsy and she needed to stay awake a while longer. Decker was coming to discuss heightened security. “I wouldn't want to spoil your lovely meal by eating too much.”
“All the more for me,” Ella said with a grin, pushing her empty plate across the table.
Riya made a face, but said nothing. The two had always had a rough and tumble relationship bordering on insult if not injury that made Annie cringe, but somehow they always managed to end up laughing or making out. As Riya stared unsmilingly at her empty plate, Ella forked food into her mouth, seemingly oblivious to her girlfriend’s disapproving silence. 
Decker arrived shortly after they’d cleared the table and washed the dishes. Riya made them tea while everyone settled in the settee and armchairs around the low coffee table. Decker placed a paper face down on the table in front of him. “So what exactly happened?” he asked Annie.
She closed her eyes, revisiting the attack as if it were happening to someone else. From that perspective, the scene struck her as orchestrated. Not only the ballet of the attackers encircling her, but the carefully chosen time and place. “It's odd,” she said, giving voice to her impression. “Looking back, the whole business appears contrived. As if it were staged.”
“An act to force you to behave as they wanted,” Xenia commented.
Decker nodded in agreement. “The question is, who is doing the orchestrating?”
“Kard!” Ella said, stirring from her torpor. After the meal, she’d flung herself in an armchair groaning and lay slumped in an ungainly heap.
Annie shuddered at the thought of Kard. The former Lord Mayor had waged war on gays and lesbians in the capital. He’d unleashed all hell on Annie, trying to stop her drumming up opposition to his policies and his rogue police. She’d been shot several times. Kevin had been kidnapped and tortured. But the worst had been his use of black magic to plague her with waking nightmares.
“I thought he was in prison,” Riya said as she finished pouring tea and cautiously took a seat on the settee next to Annie.
“He’s out on bail, awaiting trial,” Decker corrected and sipped his tea. “There was some talk of house arrest, but the man’s a slippery character with a lot of influential friends.”
Kard had been responsible for many despicable acts, but nothing he'd done had been so well organised. “I doubt it’s him,” Annie said. “He’d more likely trip over his own feet than get such an act together.”
Decker chuckled. “You’d be surprised. He’s capable of organising a lot of things, when it suits him. But this attack doesn't seem to have his grubby fingerprints on it.”
Decker was right. Kard would have had her shot by a gunman concealed in the shadows or had her roughed up or even killed by masked thugs. He wouldn't have had the patience to wait for her to expose herself to allegations of witchcraft. Kard was all about instant gratification. 
“So what’s with the paper?” Ella asked, pointing to the sheet Decker had laid on the table.
“Oh that. It’s nothing,” he replied carefully folding it and sliding it in his pocket. “Just a message from a specialist at the hospital.”
His answer struck Annie as odd. If it were from his doctor, why would he lay it face down on the table? She remembered him being careful about what he ate. Doctor’s orders he’d said. Maybe it was that. “Not bad news, I hope?” she asked.
He shook his head, but couldn't completely conceal his concern. “Just results of tests. Nothing conclusive. I need to be more careful. But enough of me. Xenia, how do you suggest we tighten up Annie’s security?”

Chapter 13
 
“I didn't want to alarm everyone,…” Decker began in hushed tones as he strolled into the deserted street. Pretexting a need for fresh air, Annie had accompanied him with Xenia close behind. She wanted to talk to the man alone and suspected he wanted to talk to her. 
“So I alone get to be alarmed?” Annie quipped, her voice a little unsteady. If truth were known, she doubted she could be more alarmed than she already was. Ever since she stepped outside she had been scouring the shadows for possible attackers. To her relief, they moved away from the scene of the crime and the street was well lit. “What a privilege. But jokes apart, tell me what is so worrying?”
“You remember how Kard and his backers, both the Big Pharma and the private clinics, tried to outlaw grassroots healthcare movements?”
How could she forget? She’d been one of the instigators of GENie, a grassroots initiative to provide hearth-side healthcare to the marginalised and excluded. Kard and his allies had tried to ram through a law making such activities illegal. She’d managed to outmanoeuvre them with the help of thousands of women and a newly formed coalition in parliament.
“Well, we’ve been keeping an eye on them and we suspect they have adopted a new strategy…”
“The witch hunt?” If big industry were behind that attack, that would explain the professional, almost military, way it was organised.
“Something like that.” Decker pulled the folded paper from his pocket. “They are throwing their efforts into discrediting the main figures who support grassroots healthcare.” Unfolding the paper, he handed it to Annie.
She paused to read beneath a street lamp. She had expected an internal memo outlining the strategy. Instead she was looking at a list of names. And her name stood in bold at the top. Almost all her friends were on it. Leonor, Riya, Ella, Alice, Megan… Some of the leaders of the various protest marches were also included. One word figured at the head of the list, ‘Targets’.
Setting aside her indignation as much as her fear, she asked, “Where did you find this?”
“Not everyone working for Big Pharma agrees with what they do…”
“A whistleblower?”
“Sort of…”
“I don't understand why you wanted to hide this from our group,” Annie said, turning to head back to the flat. “We need to warn them. They might be in danger.”
“Hear me out,” Decker insisted. “We don't want to cause a panic. And we don't want to tip off the Pharma we’re onto their game. We also need to protect our people on the inside if we want to continue getting information.”
Annie was furious. What about her friends? “There’ll be panic enough if anyone else on that list gets hurt.”
“They are out to hurt people’s reputations, not hurt them physically. According to our informants.”
“Could it be a feint?” Xenia asked, shifting from her watchful distance to move closer.
“Feint?” Annie asked, perplexed.
“If someone wanted to destabilise you without doing very much, the easiest way would be to make believe each of you was under a mysterious threat. If you heed it, anyone and everyone becomes a danger. You jump at each shadow. In no time you’ll be wrecks.”
“What a conundrum!” Annie exclaimed. 
“True or fake,” Decker said, turning to head for his car, “we need to make sure all those on the list are better protected,… without frightening them to death.”
“That’s easier said than done,” Xenia muttered once Decker was out of earshot.
 
“A new girlfriend?” a mocking voice asked from the shadows.
Annie, who had been chatting quietly with Xenia as she returned home, spun to face the sound, her heart hammering in her chest. She could see nobody but she recognised those raspy tones. They filled her with dread. She was relieved when Xenia stepped between her and the voice.
The girl smacked her lips in what was no doubt meant to be appreciation. “You have good taste. Is she one of your witches too?” The girl hawked and spat copiously. “What a waste.”
“What’s with you and witches?” Annie asked.
The response was immediate. “I like to see them roast.” The voice came from a different place as if the girl were moving to confuse them.
“Apparently the screams of burning witches haunt the nights of onlookers for years,” Annie flung at her.
The girl laughed, the sound shifting in the shadows amongst the columns under the market. “I like screams.”
Xenia, who continued to shield Annie, had donned night glasses and was following something Annie couldn't see. 
“Do you also like play acting?” Annie asked.
Once again there was no hesitation. “How’s your arm?”
Annie shuddered at the cold, almost inhuman tone. How could you possibly reach such a person? Defiance certainly wouldn't cut it. “It hurts,” Annie admitted, bracing herself for a snide reply. The answer surprised her.
“So are you going to confess?” The girl sounded sure of herself.
“Witch hunters were paid per head,” Annie said. “That’s why so very few of the accused were acquitted. How much are you getting? Or do they feed you free drugs for life?”
Goading would do no good. Annie regretted having spoken out, but being unable to get through to the girl was exasperating. Maybe the only way was to give her a glimpse of the nightmares Annie could unleash. She glanced around. There were no witnesses. But she held back, not wanting to inflict further suffering on someone whose life was probably already a misery.
“That’s none of your business,” the girl snapped.
Touché. Not that the success delighted Annie. On the contrary. She recalled a speech she'd given. She'd pleaded for everyday kindness as an antidote to violence. “Would you like a cup of tea or a coffee?” Annie asked, wishing she could ask Xenia if the risk was worth it. “It must be cold and boring hanging around alone at night.”
Annie waited for an answer, unsure how the girl would react. She hoped the hesitation meant the girl was tempted. As time stretched out Annie began to worry the girl might resort to violence despite the presence of a bodyguard. 
“She’s gone.” The sound of Xenia’s voice made her jump, she’d been so concentrated on catching that rasping voice.
Annie stood rooted to the spot, staring into the shadows, disappointed. “Are you sure?”
Xenia nodded, removing her night glasses. She took Annie gently by her good arm and led her away. “That was fun,” she said, beaming.
Annie snorted. ‘Fun’ was hardly the word she would have used. ‘Wierd’, more like it.
“What exactly were you trying to achieve?” Xenia asked. “I'm not sure provoking her was the best tactic.”
True. She had goaded her. But the damn girl resisted all attempts to reach out to her. “You're right.”
“It’s probably better not to provoke. As for offering her tea…”
Annie groaned. It did seem silly. Such a girl probably didn't even drink tea. “You’re right. My anger got the better of me. If truth be known, I was trying to find a way to reach her.”
“It didn't sound like that.”
Annie sighed. “She’s a real challenge.”
“I suspect some people may be beyond reach,” Xenia said, pausing for Annie to unlock the house door.
Annie fished out the keys with her free hand and let them into the entrance hall. “You could be right.” The girl was impossible. Maybe it was that which drew Annie to her. “There’s something about her. It calls to me. Her desperation maybe. I keep thinking of the nightmare life she must have led…” Annie’s voice trailed off. She conjured up a host of improbable stories that might have been the girl’s.
As they waited in silence for the lift, Xenia studied her quizzically. Annie felt like a knotted string that refused to be unraveled. “What?” she exclaimed.
 Xenia raised her hands in a gesture of appeasement. “Just trying to understand,” she said, scratching her head. “If I were you, I’d probably dismiss such people as hopeless cases, a waste of energy. You, in comparison, latch on to them as a challenge you can't resist. A bit like a shepherdess who has to ensure every single member of her flock is safe in the fold. Surely this one is not part of your flock.”
Annie smiled at the biblical image, vaguely wondering if Xenia had had a Christian upbringing. She thought of one of the thugs who’d kidnapped Kevin. He'd erred into the criminal fringes of society but she’d had an intuition he could be rescued. She’d managed to coax him back. To be honest, she hadn't bothered to save his colleague who had delighted in hurting Kevin. “Perhaps my destiny is to rescue the black sheep. Although maybe not all of them.”
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